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In 'the absence of such opportunities, antisocial behavior provides an 
alternate fraaevork of challenges fot bcred students. . Disruption of 
classes, vandalisa, and violence in /Schools ar^, in part, attempts of 
adolescents to obtain enjoyaent in otherwise lifeless schccls.' 
Eestructuring education in teras of intrinsic activation uould not 
only reduce school crime, but also accoaplish the goal cf teaching 
youth how to enjoy life in an affiraative way. (Autbor/HLi) 
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ABSTRJVCT 

The syst^ic structttre of a school provides . opportunities 
for bqtn prosocial and antisocial behavior. Actions 
in a school may be. motivated by (1) .the extrinsic 
mechanisrastof -discipline and grades, (2) the means- 
end relationship of schdol bqhavior to students' long- 
•term goals, and/or (3) the -drnmediate intrinsic- • 
satisfactions obtainable in different activities. This - 
paper deals with the third, typey intrinsic motivation. 
On the basis? of previous research, "the authors propose 
that the state of enjoyment occurs when a person is 
challenged at a level- matched to his/her- level of skills. 
According to the model,, the experience of-meetable 
Challenges requires the perception of a constrained 
set of possible actions, clearly defined goals, and 
opportunities for unambiguous feedback. The system pf 
rules ,in a formal game provides these orerequisites. • 
The systemic structure of a "school can* also provide thfe 
conditions of enjoyable invpl-vement. Ideally, learning 
should involve systemic jjivolvement in sequences of 
challenges internalized by Students; However, evidence 
indicates that such involvement is rare and is often 
subverted by the school itself. • In the absence of such 
opportunities, antisocial behavior provides an alternate 
framework of - challenges for bored students; Pi— -^uxon- 
o£ classes, vandalism, and violence in schools are, in 
part, attempts of adolescents to I obtain enjoyment in 
otherwise lifeless schools. Restructuring education in 
terms of intrinsic motivation would not only reduce 
school crime, but also accomplish .the goal of teaching 
youth how to enjoy life in an affirmative way. 



\ 



239 - 



The problem of school crime can be conceptualized 
at the most abstract level as. a systemic problem.- Each 
school is a' social system which, exists insofar as it - 
. c^'i? place appropriate constraints on the behavior of 
pers9ns who are part of the system; to the extent it 
is unable to constrain the' relfevarit behavior of students 
. its existence as a functioning system is in jeopardy. 

Like any other social system, schools can survive 
only as long as people are motivated tQ act according 
to. patterns of constraints Nj/hich characterize the 
behavior complex we cafll the school. Unless the 
community is motivated to pay taxes,, the teacher to 
teach, the janitors to keep the plant in ord^, and 
the students to abide by the rules of behavior required 
to make learning possible, institutions of learning 
will cease to exist. • ' ' 

In this context we are ;jiteresced primarily in the 
students* lack of motivation' to -accept the constraints 
of school systems. This lack translates in practice into 
the phenomenon of school crime, as manifested in acts 
of vandalism, burglary, larceny, assault on other 
students and on, teachers, and^so on (U.S. Senate Sub- 



committee on* the Judiciary, 1975). The question is 
why increasing numbers of students act to subvert the 
systemic constraints which make the existence of schools 
possible*'(Marvin, McCann, Connolly, Temkin, & Henning, 
1976). We shall approach this issue from the viewpoint 
of motivation theory." ° . . 

\ -People accept the constradLrits of ^a social system ■ 

• for.cne of three ^possible reasons^,. or combination thereof . 
In the first placs^ a system may compel constrai^it ' 
through .a combination of exi&insic rewards and deterrents. 
The "stick-and-carrot" mechanis^n of social control works 
by convincing p^sons that th'eir^ survival or comfort /is 
best served if they accept the system's constraints. 
Schools rely on grades fo^ rewards, and on various ' \ 
disciplinary raeasxires for deterrents to obtain compliance^ 
and in this they are supported by the more informal 
social controls embodied in public opinion and especially 
parental attitudes. 

A second set of reasons why students may accept 
the constraints of school (and thereby in effect will 
b4come part of the- system) -has to do with the perceived 
means-end relationship between their " pre sent belonging 
in the system and their future achievement of a desired ' - 
goal. As long, as students believe that by being "good 
students" they^get closer to valued statuses — of 
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financial affluence, power, self-esteem — they will be 
motivated to comply with the constxaints of the. school. 
Extrinsic and raeans^-end reasons are presumably 
orthogonal; at least theoretically they are independent 

of each othe|:. ' . 

' . , ■ ''. 

The third and final .group. of reasons that may ' 

.motivate a person to belong toC system, and thereby 

.lead him to accept its constraints, is the one under 

the rubric of "intrinsic" motivation. " When people 

enjoy the activity which a system makes- possible, they 

spontaneously abide by its .constraints. For instance, 

basketball as an action system requires the development 

of certain skills, observation of specif ic ^cules both 

on and off court. These constraints are usually accepted 

by young people even in the absence of extrinsic raw^ds" 

or deterrents, and even though playing basketball Will- 
ys 

not help them to reach a desirable future goal. The 

activity becomes an end in itself because it provides 

an immediate experience which is intrinsically rewarding. 

The increase in school crime could be attributed 
to failures in any .and all of these thieve motivating 
systems. It c.ould be argued that the extrinsic reward- 
punishment mechanisms which used to keep students more 



or less in line -are becoming less effective. Or it • 
could be argued that for an increasing number of students 
the means-end relationship between '-sducation and desirable 
.future goals is becoming less bellevabie."^' Both of these 
arguments are probably sound. But hdve we .shall focus 
on the third possibility, which is usually ignored: 
that schools ^are; less fun, that intrinsic motivativu for 
becoming educated -is decreasing ,• that •!criminal" / f 
activities are providing more enjoyment to students than 
what schools have to offer. 

^ It is unwise to dismiss people's need- f dr enjoying 
what they do' with the derogatory . label of short-run 
hedonism, which is a favorite concept of scholars s-.-uVrihg 
delinquency^ (Strodtbeck & Short, 1964; Cohen, 1970). Xt 
might "be better to recognize that, lacking clear extrinsic 
or means-end motivational supports, the most functional 
response for a person is to do what is most enjoyable.*- ^ 
Thus if .we wish students to accept the rules^ on which 
schools are based, we need tp undeirstand what stMents 
enjoy, so that .schools may provide the kind of intrinsically 
motivating estperiences which ^ are. being sought out. 
in contexts disruptive- to the school system!' This approach 
is certainly not new'. Almost 24 centuries ago Plato 

■» * , " 
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recognxzed that the m&in goal of a so.und edupation is 
to train people to find "pleasure and pain in the. right 
objects" ( Laws , II; see also Aristotle, Ethicsj , 11, 3).- ^ 
.It is all the more surprising ^ow little headway we have 
made in translating this goal into , actuality. 

. ' ' , ^ 
Crime and Enl^yment 

School crime takes place when a /p^son acts* in 
terms of the constraints of .an antisocial system rather 
than the constraints of the school system. At that 'point 
he is, in ef|ect, identifying himself through his actions - 
with a criminal system; "he ceases to belong to the system 

"school." In the recent, literature, this 'decision is 

• X ■ ■ ■ ' / 

usually explained in terms of delinauent subculture 

pressures placed on the person (Sutherland & Cressey, 

1^74j .Cohen^. 1955) a student resorts to criminal action 

in order to gain or keep his status in a peer group. 

There is no question that socialization into a 

deviant subgroup is an important .reason, for rejecting 

the school's constraints. However, to understand why 

\ 

a person will choose to identify with a deviant system) ' 

■ « * i 

it is necessary to explain the motivation for delinqi^e^^ 
action. The argument" proposed here is that part of the 
motivation for crime is jintxinsic; in oj:her words, that 



for many adolescents crim'inal acts are mor e enj oyaiale " *" 

,than behaviors ava'ilafe^le in' socially sanctioned settings. 

Unless wk^derstand* why this soV. we-.wi-1'l be unable • 

.to build intrinsic motivation -into "school 'activities,' 

and therefore we ;will..lo«e the most efficient determent 

•to antisocial behavi^^tti^t^ a social system can have. . ' 

The fact that delinquency-/ at' least in its' early 

^stages, is an enjoyable activity '.has been nojied by many , 

obser-vers,; Th^acher * (193 6) ( thought stealing the result 

of a "W'port motive" rathear'.than desire for material gain; 

. McKay (1949)^ saw in delinquency a form- of play, 'T^ppan^ 
^ - - . • • • . ' . / 

<1949) concluded that "the juvenile property .offender's 

^^fts,- at least at the start, are usualljf 'for fun' ' 
and (Hot for. gain.-" More rfclsiitly, the same conclusion. 
S/a^-'reaqhed by Cohen '(1970) ^ "In horqelier language, 
stealing 'for the hell of it ' and apart from" cons idei-ati 
of gai^i and profit is*a valued activity to v;hich is 

•attached glory, prowess and profound satisfaction." 

Intrinsic motivation presumably plays an even larger 

role in affluent suburban-^ school crime. In a study ' 

conducted by a?bbias (1970), for Example'; middle and ^ 

.f* » . ■ •. - ■ , - 

upper middle class offenders mentioned- boredom as a' ■^-^ 

major reason for engaging in delinquient^ac€s, while they 
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usually* discounted the need- for mppey as 'a Qontr-iiuting 
factor i The desire for kicks, -^exciteijieiit, adveacure,-^ * 
pleasur-e', fun was the' overwhelming reason for . their 
acts^glveri 'by delinquent *. ^ /• , * _ 

Despite the fact that mkny researchers h^ve re-- 
cbgnxzed'the role enjoyroerit plays in deliquency^^.the ' ^'^ 
conriection between. :the two has not be'eri' thoroughly "\ ' 
Wivestigated- _This^ is al; least in. part ^due, tc5 the lacH ' 

'^^^^^^ ^3oynieht,;and tq. the; 'widely sharecl 
asrfum^ion thai: pnly ^ybuth with^lpeculiar personality 1 . — 
^tfaity%pjby^erinre. ''The purpose of this paper is to 
present .a geneiral theoiry of enjoyment, and ;to argue^that 
criminal acts ^<are perfectly^ suited, to .provide enjoyment 
to normal, individuals who lacS^c^ess/ta alternative's.. 

:s A- Theory of. Enjoyrodnt ' , ^ 

In [the past decade, there has' been a resurgence ' - 

of interest in the topic c- .intrinsic motivation. Two 
■■'.<. ' ' . ■ '■ ■ - ■ 

partially converging thebreti^jal approaches 'have, b'ien 

;nost influential in explaining the sources of . the 'enjbyment 

people derive .fr<^ certain 'activities.*. The fit^t 

approach, based on the heuropsychologic?il models of 

Berlyne (1960) , .-Hebb (1965) , and Hunt (i!^965) • assumes 

that t^Jiere is^an loptimal arousal lev.el which the organism 



»eeks to maijntain. WJieii stijiuiation is too . monotonous , • 
; a person will be motivatedNiOv vaury environ^iental input;*' 
when stimulation is^^cessively varied/, the motivation, 

i ^ < ' • • . , * 

is to reduce' input variability, A 'person inf" the optimal 

^ ' • ^ . " • • • ' 

arbysal range Will «f ind the expedience inttij^sicaliy • 

^:iew^cling' (Ellis, 1973; Hutt, 1970). ■- ,. • ' . ' \ y 

-if stcond. appr&ach with, wide currency has'^J^Swn. ■{• 4'' 
- out of the work of -Wftlte .a959) and de Charms (1968i 1976)"' > 
'The kmphas'iJs her.e is on the concept of, competence,' contr;ol'^ 
personal, catisataon. a person" perceives -'-his or'hej; / ■ 
ac'ts as 'Sexn.^. voluntary, the. action wi^ll be experienced • .» • 
as qualitatiV^ely different from^actis which are perceived 

1 ' " ■ ■ ■ • \ ■ - : "■^ * / 

to be controlleid .b'y an^ outside ag^nc^; Wlien action is • '• \-. 

^ • ' \ - - ■ ■ ■ ^ n^. • ' \ 

,\attributed to extrins/c causes, th4n, extrinsifc / : * ■ \ 

dpntingencies, ate neceSsarjy to sustain' it." Recent work ti 

, - \. . I • . . . ... • /'■■ 

by^^rug-l^ski (1975) Lepper and Gfe6ne" (1975) , and .0] 

others (Gre6ne fi' Lepper-,' iiPpresi) has'^shbwn .theljow^ '-I ' 
of intrinsic motivation in experimental settings*, and; at 
the same time it has dAionstrated *]:ow fragil^such motivation y - 
iVi an enjoyab^.e activity <sah be transformed into a^ 
chore just by a few cues whieh suggest to th^ .per3pri\kh;;fe * " 
his^actio^s -a2?^^^£ontr^ i. . ' / 

Arcsusal theories of enjoyment are based on J^^r--. " r 
naarologica:! explanations, while -the personal caus^tiQn' 
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'approach attacks thef prob;Lem at a different level , 

j .' • 1." 

that of a pexson reflecting on his or her actiou"^, and 
.making attributions about their causality. There i^.no 
_ necessary conflict between the-/ two theories/ since .they 

focus on- pHenpmena of different levels of complexity. ,! 

The first is peia^ivelg^ more molecular, the.' second'* more . 

molar. .. In- any science\one finds alt.emative ^plana,tions 

t' based on differences in the- level of appr.oaqh, Wnd such 

....explanations tend be -ccmpiementary rather than-nf tually 

exclusive. Both thdories/ have numerous implications for 
% . • . . . . • / - . • ' \ 

making the school environment intrinsically motivatihg, 

. an(^ thereby " reducing ^hrvior. which conflicts "with the. 

<iyfttemic requirements of-tha institution. 

A. third model of enjc^r^ent, which is in some respects 

a synthesis of the 'two m'er.tioned above, has been' developed 

by the author (CsikszWxtiPih?.lyi, 1975a, 1975b, 1976a, 

. \ 

in press^*. It will be\^uEm£ ized heriv, "and its relevance 

to the prcblem of schoclN crime wil\L b5 examined din detai'l 

, . ' . ' \ '••'**■ 

^^^^ In a series t>f studi^ beg[un four years ago, we 



' interviewed several groups ^f people whp devote .much time. 

and energy to acti-yities that have few extrinsic- rewards 
.and -lead to no 'future goal: chess masters, rock climbers, 

<iance;:s, athletes, and so .forth (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975b). 
•Their description " of how iu feels" "to eijgage in rhese 



■activities agreed on a few central points, leading 
to a theory which describes the experience of enjoyment 
and .its preconditions. ' 

Briefly, an activity seems to be' enjoyable when 
a personv perceives that his or her capacity to act 
(or skills) match the opportunities for action perceived 
in the enviromnent (or chklleiiges ) . • .In this balanced 
state of interaction — which appears to be' the subjective 
counterpart of the optimal arousal state — people 'find' 
themselves in a peculiar dynamic experience which we have 
called the flow state. 

. Flow is described as a state in which one concentrates 
on -the task at hand to the exclusion of other internal or 
external stimuli. Action and awareness merge, so that 
one simply does what is to be donS without a critical 
diialistic perspective on one's actions. Goals tend to 
be clear, means are coordinated to the goals', and feedback 
to one's performance is iimnediate and unambiguous-. In 
such a situation, a person has a strong feeling of 
control ~ or personal causation ~ yet% paradoxically, 
ego-involvement is. low or nonexistent, so that one 
experiences a sense of transcendence of self, sometimes • 
a feeling of union with W environment. The passage of 
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time appears to be distorted: some events seem to take 
a disproportionately long time, but in general hours 
seem to pass by in minutes. 

The flow experience is why gaipes, creative activities', 
and moments of, religious ecstasy are so enjoyable as to 
be intrinsically, rewarding. But the main contriljution 
of -pur Research has been to suggest that all kinds -of 
serious, work-related activities caii also produce flow, 
an^ therefore be intrinsically reweirding. - 

PhJ'sicians claim that performing surgery is "addictive 
for -essentially the same reasons that rock climbers' find 
climbing or gamblers f ind ^ker addictive: "because it 
is- an action- system where challenges' and skills are 
balanced, goals are clear, feedback is immediate, 
relevant stimuli can be clearly separated from irrelevant 
ones , and as a- resvilt the flow experience ensues 
(Csilsszentmiialyi, 1975b). Similar accounts were obtained 
from mathematicians describing the intrinsic satisfaction 
of working with numbers (Halprin, in progress) and" from 
high school students discussing their favorite' courses 
(Mayers, 1977). * 

Games are institutionalized action systems which 
provide the flow experience. The -rules of a game define 
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a constrained set of possible actions. Within these 
constraints a person chooses a course of fiction directed 
toward a clearly specif ied 'goal^ This demand for choice 
(and execution) of strategies is the challenge of the 
gaae. The possibility of chotpsing a better or worse 
move is dependent on the fact that o^her players are 
also subject to cpnstraints and thus their behavior is 
to a degree predictable. The actual and potential 
responses of other players structxire each participant's 
challenges. In the ongoing actions; he/she gets' immediate 
unambiguous information about his/her positions, permitting 
him/her continually to change arid shape the course of 
play. ^ Good games allow participation at many levels of - 
skill. A per';on can start out playing chess ^at a very* 
simple level and gradually progress to highly complex 
sitrategies. ' Provided one can find players with matched 
skills, games offer a progressive hierarchy. of challenges' 
.that can keep a person absorbed for a lifetime. It is 
these systemic properties — clear constraints, goals, 
feedbac*H. predictability, and graduatert^hallenges — which 
make surgery and chess, rock climbing and mathematics 
intrinsically rewarding^ by producing the experience gf 
flow. 

In the absence of these properties, activities become. 



» boring, frustrating, or anxiet.y-provcking. ' WbrRers 

who get no feedback on the quality of their efforts 

quickly become uninterested. If there are no .challenges 

in a-sif^iation, boredom is virtually inevitable. 

Flow and its lack are not characteristics of the 

physical enviromneat^ but of the person's interaction 

with it. While the^ objective environment maKfes it 

easier or harder to achieve .systemic inter act ion^ the 

balance of skill's'^jand challenges necessary for "flow- 

ultimately depend^^ bn^the person-'s perception of what • 

the skiljsvand challenges are. For example, loud noise . 

hinders the concentration' needed for maintaining flow, 

but it does not make flow impossible, for tho^e who can 

disregard it. "We are.curr-ently studying large numbers 

■ ' • ■ ■."•'5. , . 

Of workers in industrial and clerieal settings. Many ^ 

of them fin^ their jpbs beting and unchallenging. But 

others, who are in every other respect similar to the 

first group,., look on the same jobs as stimulating and 

enjoyable. The two groups appear to differ only in that 

persons in the latter' group have an ability to restructure 

their tasks and create personal challenges which m^ke 

work intrinsically rewarding. /' 
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While it is true thaj; it is a person's attitude 
that ■ determines whether an , activity is- intrinsically 

» 

rewarding^ the contribution of the environment should 
not be-^isregarded, it is easier, for people to ex- 
periance flow in a game than in a dentist *s waiting 
room/ and most people would perceive fishirig as more 
enjoyable th^ working -on an' assembly line* ' » * • 

It is important to realize that the flow experience ^ . : i' . 
while personally rewarding, is socially neutral i Like 
physical energy , it can be^ used for productive or des- 
txuctive ends. Battle veterans, for example, often 
describe front-line war experiences with nostsiigii,. as 
the time of their lives when they felt most intensely 
alive. Warfare is an excellent flow activity because it 
provides clear goals, unambiguous feedback, total in- 
volvement, and potentially matched challenges and skills. 
Despite the- fear and misery it also generates/ war .sim- 
plifies the life 'of many men to the point that it over- 
comes -its owir drawbacks and., becomes intrinsically re-- 

> ' In general, physicajb<sosap€*i^on seems to be the 



/ 
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most prevalent ingredient of flow-producing activities, 
both for participjmt-s--ana'' for spectators, ^rom the 
Balinese cockfight (Geertz, 1973) and the Spanish ' 
bullfight to "football, hockey, roller derby, and boxing., 
violent confrontations provide the -most easily, ^under- 
stood match betfweirT^-tienge^^nd skills, the clearest 
goals- the most Iinmie"4iate feedbaok. One needs practically 
no training to .'oecome involved in Im aggressive episode, ' 
either as a participant or. a spectatoi:. - .While it takes 

' specialized training -to act^ in a symbolic confrontation 
like chess, or to respond to noncompetitive challenges,' 

^it takes no .special skill to see the challenge of a 
confrontation and to act. in a setting that requires 
violence. .= ' 

* O 

It. is for this reason^ prestmiablyv chat so many 

op. young children • s , flow experiences involve violent or 

destructive acts. Fighting vrit;h • peers . (or with parents) 

is one of the most available flow activities for children.' 

^ ■ •• 

Challenges and skills are. at hand; goals and feedback ' 

are clear. Children who learn no other skills or see 

no other opportunities for action find in violence and 

destruction a ready source of Enjoyment. By the saihe 

token/ one would expect that grown-ups whose efforts to 

find flow in i^e complex forms are frustrated will * ^ 



\ 
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regress to simpler 'forms. The pain on the face of a 

,\ ' - ' ' 
man in the arena is the, most basic. and . universal sign ^ ' 

that sbmething important is happening, and for many 

people Y the bo.red and the worried — it is one stimulus 

-that can lead into the flow experience". ' 

j ' " " " . . ' ' . 

Coi^versely, the main goal of a tl^y civilized ' ' 

education is, to teach children to ex^fer'iencfe flow^-.in 

settings that are not harmful to self and others, ^is 

is again the goal Plato' set out for his own educational 

systems to teach youth: how to find pleasure in' action ;^ich 

strengthens the bonds of human solidarity instead 'of 

weakening' them. Most subjects taught in schbois are " 

"synergistic" (Maslow & Honigmann, 197-0) , in that they 

/ 

are symbolic skills which serve to -unite people rather - 
thiin set them -^gainst each other. But., unfortunately, 
school aqtiwities often fail to provide flow experiences, 
so students do not get intrinsically motivated to take 
part in them. And, .all too' often, the only source of 
flow that studeiits find is the negative opportunity to 
hurt 'or destroy. The mechaniVm of this process is what' 
one heeds to exam'ine in more dytail next. 

Flow Snd School Crime 

\ ■ ' ' 

From the point of view of intrinsic motivation, " 

schools are engineered, all wrong. To pisiraphr^se. a point 
- ••• . - - 255 - * 



made by Shore (1971) , the wonder is not why some 

stuclei:ts commit crimes, but rather why 50 many dp^ not: 

^The manifest function of schools is' to teach youth a ^0 • 

set , of -abstract skills which are supposedly" useful in 

performing adult roles in society ♦ 'To students, the 

■goals of the school should appear as challenges. .Learning 

, math, learning biology, etc^r are the challenges that 

schools, ostensibly present:- to the students. Ouite jDften, 

however, these challenges are not matched to the students* 

'* sTcills* In a recent, pilot study (Mayers, 1977) in whi^li* 
* ^ '\ • * • ' 

a group of students^ worfe electronic paging devices, for - ' 

. • ' * ' . * ' \ . ^ 

a w^eek and filled out' a short < questionnaire whenever the 

pager beeped, high school ^students rated 34 percent of 
'their classes- as presenting them with more challenges.. 
than they could handle and 26 percent of their classes 
' as presenting challenges lower than their skills* Only ' 
,40 'p^cenfe of all classes were rated -near the optimtim 
level of balance between skills and challenges. Their 
favorite activities (which- ranged from drama to basket-' 
ball), were rated at the optimum balance a much higher pro- 
portion of the time. '^In another study (Csikszentmiiialyi, 



Larsoji, '& Prescott, 1977), teenage stud^ts consistently 
rated themselves as more bored in school tihan in any othea 
getting. ^ Unptiblished data from this research shewed that 
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students jreported thinking about school-rplatea activities 

• while in class for 'less than half (45 percent) of the 
time. Typical un^^eiated topics of tnought were "my • 

: boyfriend," "goin^ to sleep," "how my hair looks," . 
'"how much 1 hate^ Mrs.._ fireen, " and "how soon the bell •; 

/would ring and^ release me from this boredom." Among" 
topics of thoiight related to the ovaft-'class situation 

. were, the •fol'iowing'i" "how hard this is" ^d jghat word • 
I could maketto give me points." 

Occasionally, some intrinsically motivated learning 
occtirs under th^se conditions' In some 'cases the skills 

- of the, teacher and the skills of soine stuients mesh, ' 
creating a situation where they provide an optimal 
challenge to each other. But jthe knowledge level of , 
tekchers (their skills -in the ^activity) is typically 'so - 
far. above those- students that balanced systems of 
reciprocal challenges are rare. Most' learning in schools • 
is motivated by tJae economy of extrinsic sanctions and 
rewards. . . ' 

Unfortunately,, these extrinsic sanctions ant 'Rewards , ' 
upon which the school- is -based, are destructive to any 
infirinsic motivation that still exists. Research shows 
that persons who initially dp things because 'they find 
,them satisfying lose this -intrinsic motivation. when 7 



extrinsic motivators introducea {Deli, 1975;- Greene 
. & Lepperv. in ^^Jress; Kruglanski/l9'75). • The feeling ' 
of personal causality is subverted. Thus; "schools >tend' 
to destroy any 'Brtjoyiiient in. learning that may already 
• be there. , ' • ' " , 

The inability of schools to provide engaging action 
systems helps to create bored/ frustrated, dissatisfied^ 
people. Lacking opportunities for enjoyable involvement 
through schocl, they ^seek, alt ematS Tt^S't^es ofoChailenc 
to obtain flow experience's. Our research in- progress 
-suggests- that* the- frequency -of delinquent acts reported ' 
'by secondary School students\i's iriversely correlated . i 
Vith the'devel Of challenges they perceive in school I 
(r= ".43,£.<.05), while there is^ no relationship .'tq' the. 
-leyel o^f --challenges perceived ' out pf school'., Del:yiquenc^^ 
appears to be one system of opportunities for action 
that i^ alternative to .the action systems of the ' ' ' 

SChOQl. « 

These findings suggfest not only t^iat- challenges , 
•and -skills are. often mismatched iii school; which is 
almost unavoidable in a mass 'educational system, bu(/' > } 
^at some student? do not perceive what the school Ls- 
to offer a^ challengiirig at 3.1x1' --The paradox is that the 
abstract, _syml3olic tasks provided in academic settings ^ 



'/ • 
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^ can be seen as challenges only by persons who have , 
enough abstract, iLymbolic skills to act- within that 
system-of' action; To those who develop th^ curriculum, 
math problems and history ^quizzes are- real, but to most 
, students they ^ are not* They are not seen as challenging, 
except as artificial -pbstacles to be cirpumvetfted*. This 
is triae even of highly intelligent, motivated students. 
'An outstanding fourth-grader we asked about the^most , ' * 
si>ecial event in his school year told with obvious 
animation of the time he was sent by his teacher to take 
the pupils' milk money to* the principalis office^ Of/ 
all the things lie did in' class all jear, this event t 
stood out as th^e^ most exciting ,'*tl^e one involving ^concrete 
xesponsibility in a real situation. This example" is 
quite typical" (Goodmans, 13.64; Holt/ 1969).' Chiidren and ^ 
adolescents rarely get (Completely involved in academic ' 
subjectSj^' They find' heightened experiences in those 
activities where they can«.recognize thg challenge and 
match it with th^ir skill's. •Thes€^tend to -be interpersonal 
encounters, mostly involving p.eers, or the more concrete ' 
subjects taught'at school,, such as gymrfastics .music," 
or art. ^ ' 6 ' 

Adult ambivaience^concerhing the usefulness of - 
specif ic ' academic subjects does not make it any easier 
for a student "to ifecrgnize them- as meaningful challenges. 
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As Jules Henry (1963)- pointed, out,, our culture tends ^- 

to convey conflicting messages^ about the valid^ity ■ of 

scholarly pursuits .n~> About the only subjects which ar^, 

•who-leheartedly endorsed by'-mbst co^imunities are athletics 

tax boys and th^ glainour-<:orisumer role taught ia home ^ 

.econbraic?;: classes fpj: girls.' No.t surprisilglV,^', these ^ ' 

Challenges will ^ seem real ^£0 a majority of adolescents, 

•and^,a^ a ,re_sult, ^any ' of . the|a will -experience flow only" - 

in.settirf^s that invblve -glaiaoW of competitive ^athletics J 

Yet most of the time in school is spent in activities 

which stydents cannot structtire 'as flow experiences. ' 

Boredom and worry, rather ttiaii the sens4 of total involve- 

meittt and. peak performance, af e the characteri$tic states> ■ 

of many students. " "is a result Wites Bronfenbrenner 

(1973, p. xxvU "the schools have.be .^e .one of.the^most ■ 

• ■ ■ / • • ., ' 

potent breeding grounds of alienation in American society. 

T mtisc/cial ''Actio n Systems 
.. . . - J ™ „■ : ■ ■ 

In the prototypical crime^vie, high suspense is 

created as the pro/agonists ejfecute an elaborate 

"for committing tl^ crime, ike elements of the ''Situation 

they are dealin^'^ with ('the bank, the watchman, the fciae- 

table) are nevfer quite entirely predictable and thus 

produjse in the. viewer a sense of excitem«i^t and vicarious 



challenge. . Biit -fihe^ possibility plan smd the . 

crime exists only because of the ptecfictability of the 



system- that is abpiit to* be subverted. 



.In a siailar fashion/ ja-^chbol provides 



\ /. .. • . 

ides ■ 

predictaiSle st^jhicijufe -of actions'^^'nd possiljl^^ reactions. 
More and more high, scfitools are booming i'mechanical syst;ems 
ruled by constraints oh timing., location; ^and behavior. •. 
.The similarity ^etween schboits and 'jails is becoming ever 
more^ prpnounced. In such i system, for many s-budpits 
the only 'way to experiehce tne self determining st'ate^^ ; 
nesessary for enipymerit isr to disrupt its rules. Only 
because tha order is there does the opportunity for " 
disruptive- behavior come into being. A student cait \ 
subvert the order i . a -class session, the physical order , 
of tlie building, the general contrSl of JOie teachers> 

and th^e authority of the .princiE)Als. Each provides a 

\ * ' ' 

challenge to spjaeone who is unable to find enjoyment 

within the con^straints of the systemv ^ 

At 'the simplest leveB, inserting wisecracks into if 
a teacher's lecture provides a diverse and stimulating . 
challenge. The, -immediate goal is to draw laughter with- 
out being'sp^inappropriater as to 'get thrown out of' the 
classroom, . if or^e is skillful one can 'progressively 
get away with, »ore and more, as one, builds 2m aliicince 



yl'Jx other ^enjbers -of the class. - The teacher's' 
authority is gradually wejikened until he or she Iteses 
control of the class. . But this destroys the actiAi 
syste^^ because there is^ hp- more- order to .disrupt.. | As 
with o|:Iier' paraisitic interaction's, -the intifud.er must 
learn to m.oderate di^rupjtive effect li^kt it 'destrol ' 
'its host .aystumi- ? ' .\ . • • . | 

This* classroom drai^at nay be played out on a \\- 
different .diiuansion of 'Skills'. The less verbaily clelf^ar 
student may seek to achieve control of the . situation I • 
through emotional ^combat, iis challenges may involye \ 
exceeding the. t^jache?, in stubbornness, generating fe^/ \ 
beJ^g ■attun2d, to- moments of vulnerability, and dvercomini 
the- class order by force of will. . 'This is a game of \ 
•emotional control which involves the dar^ger of tipping ' 
into physical violWce. . Similar escalating emotional 
'^U9ls may' be 'played out' .with other students or with 
principals* , ' 

' These opportitlnxties for a?xtisystem enjoyment in- 
volve cc&petitiv^ interaction's • The skills of the teacher 
are the challenges) of- the student and vice versa. If 
ti^-teachet is skilled, he or she can 2iaintain control 
and experience the .'satisfaction of -teaching* But. if 
the student is more skilled or if several students join 

: ^ ■• • / 
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••together, they may take the upper hand and have the 

satisfaction of control. The ant'isystem students have 

-> - - ■ . 

an advantage in that they can choose from any number of 

disruptive strategies. ,^ut, with experience, a teacher 

develops a repertoire of counterstrategies, from exploiting 

his 'own alliance with other class members to dismissing 

students at the first hint of disrupfc-ive behavior. ■ 

The frequent school crimes- of theft, vandalism, and 

' L 

arson represent other levels of challenge for antisystem 
students. -To say that vandalism results from negative 
attitudes toward .the school (Gol-inan, 1961) does not 
explaih why the actual avent took place. . Anyone- who ■ 
has ever looked at' a bathroom wall recognizes that the 
in-^.erest of graffiti writers is more hian simple destruction 
Similarly, one notices the it is not a.lways the easiest 
windows to hit that get br.oken., We need to recognize that 
all the obstacles which must be 'overcome in stealing -or in 
starting a fire' make these acts great adventure, of the. ■ 
sort Tom Sawyer and. his gang .cherished. 

We have presented only a suggestive overview of 
possible challenges for antisystem behavior that' exist in 
schools. It is not suggested that antisocial action 
systems can keep a student in a' continuous state of enjoy- 
ment, nor that this type of action will be intrinsically' 

i . _ • 
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motivating to everyone. But when few other options are 
available, ~^se provide viable alternatives.- A beginner 
needs few skills and he can find gradiial challenges which' • 
provide new opportunities as his skills develop. ^ 

Implications for the Reduction- of -Schdol crime 

There are Several strategies' society can adopt in 
an effort to reduce school crime. One solution is to 
strengthen the set -of contingencies which -affect the : 
extrinsic- motivation of students, by increasing security 
measures, enforcing heavier penalties, and providing- 
strontjer inducements for' prosocial behavior. This 
approach will almost surely' work, but, it has some draw- 
backs. In terms of cost-benefit accounting, it is, 
rather ej.pensive. It requires a cumbersome machinery of ' 
deterrence and prosecution; conversely, it requires the 
expense of bribing young people to do what they ought to - 
be eager to do naturally. More serious in terms of l<-:ig- 
range effects v?ould be the destruction of intrinsic 
motivation engendered by greater reliance on extrinsic 
contingencies. The- more school relies on coercion and 
inducements to have students accept its constraints, i-he- 
more students will see schools as syst^s where voluntary 
participation and hence intrinsically motivated behavior 
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Us impossible. Schools that attempt to ensure predictability 
through extrinsic contingencies leave 'only one option 
open for the students' enjoyment: to disrupt the con- 
straints of the system. The ultimate consequences of 
socializing each generation into a pattern of ,extrinsic 
motivation {and* the deviance which accompanies it) are at * 
present incalculable, but cannot fail to be severe. ' 

A second solution is to strengthen the means-end 
connection between adherence to school constraints and 
achievement of desired future goals. If all students 
could be certain that their futures depended on schoc 
performance, at least the extreme forms of disruption 
would be n^imized. Such an expectation,- however , vrauld 
be unrealistic at present. High schools provide a 
sorting function for a minority of students 'interested in 1 
-future academic or professional careers. For the rest, 
there is no clear connection between performance in school 
and future success. Moreover, a substantial proportion. " 
of youth must realistically feel 'their chances of success 
in school to be limited. In academic competition with 
better prepared middle-class students, ghetto teenagers 
suspect that participation in-the' School system will not 
add appreciably to their chances 'of achieving desirable 
life goals. Hence, adherence to its constraints becomes 
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futile / at least in terms of meaiis-end motivation. 
To change this state, o^ affairs, a closer correspoif^ehce 
between school perjeormance and future rewards n'eeds to be ^ 
instituted. This is a . difficult b.ut not impossible strategy • 
. It has the same disadvantage as the previous soluti6n: in 
laying emphasis on"* external contingencies — in this case 
future rewards ~ it trains youth to be extrinsically 
motivateclT and i"t-"aisregards the need for enjoyable in- 
volvement in the present. 

A third line'.of solution is to keep in mind that 
intrinsic motivation is 'necessary 'r or -spontaneous in- 
volvement in a system^, and to. start transforming- 'schools • 
accordingly. This is; of course, a task that is at least, 
as difficult and demanding of monies and energy as the 
previous ones are. What recommends this solution is that 
it lacks the side effects of the other two; in fact, in 
addition to reducing .school, crime, ^t has the promise of 
socializing youth into a pattern of action with long-term 
societal benefits. _ People who learn to find enjoyment in 
work will presumably be less dependent as adults on 
extrinsic sburces of- reward, thereby reducing the heavy ' - " 
burden of material bribes we now use to keep ourselves 
alive and more o;r-i:e^s awake. The future ecological crisis, 
of which we are barely becoming aware, is to a large extent 




caused by oiir increasing need^o get symbolic mater icd 
••rewards as compensation "for work and life activities that 

have lost tKeir .intrinsic meaning and no longer .provide ', . 
■ enjoyment (Csikszentmihalyi, 197Sb, 1976b). If schoolk* 
made their main goal .teaching". youth how to enjoy _lile_,_ 
. they -would help accomplish the ultimate 'task of human 
liberation: to free people frpm addiction to extrinsic - 
rewards* ■ . ■ • 

It this positive goal of .teaching how to make • 
life enjoyable that should direct the action of -educators, 
and not- the negative goal of- reducing school crime. " The 
latteiT problem will be solved along the way. 

• At this point, the reader will surely expect some 
detailed suggestions as to how *to reach such a goal. It 
would be dishonest on our part to pretend to have solutions 
ready to be applied. Our- purpose has been 'to diagnose 

o 

what we believe are the roots of the problem and ir.dicate 
the general shape of what might "be its solution. It would • 
take the combined effort of communities', teachers, and 
administrators, as well as researchers, to begin translating 
these' abstract concepts into practice. 

But, in order to avoid possible misunderstandings, it 
might be useful to clarify what our research suggests about 
what if takes to tsach making life enjoyable. In the 



first place, most definitely does not mean that schools, 
ought 'to amuse, entertain/ coddle, or give pleasure. 
Although such ^experiences can be enjoyable; their positive 
effect is -usually weak and rarely lasts >long, and so 
their motivational power Is unreliable. Ix^ a recent study, 
for instance, it was found that when high school students 
were beeped randomly with an electronic^ pager during an 
average week, they reported the least positive , experience • 
w^ile they were watching television, although this was '• 

f • 9 

for- them a -voluntary and frequent — ^.1 percent of waking 
hours — activity. (Csikszentmihalyi, Larson, & Prescott, 

On 1ihe contrary, enjoyable experiences that provide' 
sustained intrinsic motivation are' characterized by 
challenges that require utmost extension of a person's 
skills and, in so doing, provide a feeling of mastery 
and growth. ' In principle, any activity could serve to 
produce flo^ experiences;^ tbeif'.e is nothing in the present 
curriculum of schools that is inherently inimical to flow. 
Learning ' Latin tt trigonometry can be cnjoycible. The 
crucial thing; howeverv^ is that empha, stiould be not 
on the mastery of the subject matter, but on the process 
of /mastery itself. The important point is not that 



r 
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students learn trigonometry, but that they learn to 
enjoy the act of learning. The' more different symbolic 
media students learn to use in an intrinsically motivated 
way/ the more able they will be to ^restructure everyday 

life so that it provides flow, and the less, dependent 

4 

they will be on extrdlnsic motivation to give me-aning 

y 

and purpose to life: " So the key for making schools 
enjoyable is not to be^foxind in curricular chamgQS/ • 
although those might also be indicated. The solution lies 
more in a change in the goals of instruction. 

While curriculum is' not inherently an obstacle to 
floW/ yie orgsmip.ational constraints of school systems 
are almost ideally suited to depriving students of any 
opportimity to experience enjoyment. As education 
becomes increasingly rationalized .and centralized/ 
students' chances to structure their activity, to feel 
free and in control, decrease in proportion. It seems 
inevitable that the trend toward making the school, 
experience more predictable 'must be reversed if* we are 
to develop intrinsically motivated students. If strict ' 
schedules, unbending rules, and -impersonal teaching 
situations continue to prevail, schools will have to 
rely even more heavily on extrinsic contingencies to ' 
survive,! and in the process they Will lafeed new 
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^renerations.of\hored, alienated adults for whim 
violence/is a Ipgicar way to assert,, their 'existencel 
, Within these fairOLy general parameters, the flow 
mod^l .suggests, a theoretical model from which Concrete 
j^licies could be detrived. The° vork of systematically 
generating and implemehtdlng subh- poli(Cies' is going to 
be difficult and frustrating. Yet' it seems to be the 
only viable alternative . . ^ , 
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